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THE IMPACT OF CHILD RIGHTS CULTURAL CONTESTATION IN ORPHANS 





Much has been written about children’s rights cultural contestation around the world and in 
Zimbabwe in particular but little is known about its impact in the support of OVC (Orphans 
and Vulnerable Children) within the rural communities of Zimbabwe. This phenomenological 
qualitative study seeks to examine the impact of child rights cultural contestation in supporting 
OVC in Zimbabwe. The study focuses on the lived experiences, perceptions, feelings and views 
of OVC and care-givers in the Gutu District of Zimbabwe. Data were collected through in-
depth narrative interviews conducted with 40 participants which include both caregivers and 
OVCs purposively sampled in the Gutu District of Zimbabwe. The results revealed that even 
though the children’s rights have been widely publicised and implemented through various 
channels, the local rural communities are still espousing their cultural oriented ways of child 
upbringing which interferes with children’s rights as disseminated by United Nations 
Declaration for Children’s Rights (UNDCR). The study proposed the establishment of an 
integrated stakeholders' approach to the rural people about the essence of the children’s rights. 
In such instances, the children’s right is rendered more effective and is better entrenched when 
it is channelled through the traditional ways of child upbringing.  
 





The concept of children’s rights is regarded as a slogan in search of meaning within 
different cultural settings (Clinton, 1977:14). Clinton’s argument was based on the flawed 
relevancy, applicability and acceptability of children’s rights in some countries, particularly 
African countries which perceived human rights with mixed feelings because of colonialism. 
Prior to the promulgation of comprehensive international human rights for children, Weisberg 
(1978) postulates that children were conceptualised contrarily, by different people.  Hodgson 
(2009) contends that the view that children have, or should have, rights is new. According to 
Shanalingigwa (2009), children were viewed as the property of parents and could be sold when 
deemed fit. Levine and Levine (1992) added that children could be maimed by their parents at 
will, sold into slavery or abandoned.  Clinton (1977) further shared the view that historically 
children were regarded as socially insignificant, which culminated in maltreatment from adults. 
The World Health Organisation (WHO) (2013:4) regards the maltreatment of children as, 
“physical and emotional mistreatment, sexual abuse, neglect and negligent treatment of 
children, as well as their commercial or other exploitation”. In history many nations used 
children as political hostages and securities for debt (WHO, 2014). 
 
A classic example is found in Babylonian history where child sacrifices were a normal 
cultural and religious practice (Hodgson, 2009; Wesberg, 1978). The religious practice of child 
sacrifice was confirmed when Abraham, the progenitor of Israel, was asked by God to sacrifice 
his beloved son Isaac as a sign of obedience (Genesis 22:1-19). Weisberg (1978) posits that the 
sexual abuse of children, child sacrifices, genital mutilation and infanticide of female and 
illegitimate children occurred in the ancient world. UNICEF (2010) reports that unwanted or 
weakling children were considered a burden to the family and were abandoned or sold into 
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slavery or prostitution. Hodgson (2009) notes that what is now considered childhood was 
thought to be an unimportant transient period of physical and mental immaturity, which 
culminated in children assuming adulthood responsibilities at an early age. Thus, Hodgson 
(2009) argues, in the 18th century children were regarded as chattels, economic assets or 
property of the parents, especially fathers. 
 
In light of the foregoing historical narrative, the 19th century marked the ascription to 
children of a legal personality known as, ‘universal children’s rights’ (Weisberg, 1978). 
Weisberg further proclaimed that the legal personality of children was an essential precondition 
of possessing rights and secured space under the law that stipulates the parameters of their 
personalities detached from adults. As a result, Freeman (1984) declared the inauguration of a 
children’s rights movement in the middle of the 19th century. According to Freeman (1984), 
the middle of the 19th century is popularly recognized by Jean Valles’ attempt to establish a 
league to protect children’s rights. Its failure to amass support and popularity is viewed as the 
precursor to the child’s rights movement such as the League of Nations. 
 
Arguably, Valles’ early ideas culminated in the enactment of child welfare legislation 
to criminally sanction and terminate unconditional parental rights to their children (Freeman, 
1992). Thus, from the foregoing discussions, the League of Nations, which was subsequently 
transmuted into the United Nations (UN), took centre stage in formulating children’s rights 
from 1924 to 2007. Furthermore, UNICEF (2006) asserts that children’s rights are universal 
standards set to regulate the relationship between children and adult society. There is an 
assumption that children’s rights in the modern world determine the well-being of a child. 
However, studies carried out by Levine and Levine (1991), Banana (1994), Korbin (1994) do 
not fully support such an assertion. The foregoing proponents argue that children’s rights did 
not come as a complementary model but rather undermined the existing culturally oriented 
childrearing models as child maltreatment and as being primitive.  
 
To counter the disparities between the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 
Children  (UNCRC) and the African cultural approaches of child upbringing, the African 
Charter on the Rights and Welfare of Children (ACRWC) was enacted as the first regional 
treaty on the rights of children (Adegbola, 2007:1). Adegbola (2007:1) further indicated that 
ACRWC followed the Declaration of the Rights and Welfare of the Child (DRWC), which was 
established first in 1979. The tenets of the DRWC included the unequal status of female 
children, child marriage, female genital mutilation, refugee and internally displaced children, 
urging member states to ratify the UNCRC. The ACRWC was subsequently formulated and 
implemented by the Heads of States of the Organization of African Unity (OAU) on 11 July 
1990. The establishment of the ACRWC was addressing the challenges faced by African 
children which had not been addressed by the UNCRC. Despite the enforcement of the 
ACRWC within the African countries with the inclusivity of Zimbabwe, studies recently 
conducted by Ringson (2017 & 2019) have shown that the child rights cultural contestation is 
still rife within the rural communities of Zimbabwe. Adegbola (2007:1) define children’s rights 
as the human rights that specifically focuses on the protection and care of children under the 
age of 18. In this view, a typical example of these rights include shelter, medication, food and 
education to mention but a few. Cultural contestation on the other hand refers to the process 
whereby  values and meanings of social actions are conflicting or disputed on the basis the 
differences of cultures (Ringson, 2017). Thus, in the context of this study, the thrust of the 
problem understudy is on the conflicting values between the child rights oriented culture with 




The social reality of child maltreatment because of cultural differences especially to the 
OVC, compounded with other factors is more visible in the rural communities of Zimbabwe 
than in urban areas. The main problem of this study is, notwithstanding the widely publicized 
child rights in Zimbabwe by various channels, the abuse of children is extensively escalating 
in rural communities.  In light of the aforementioned, the objectives of the study are as follows: 
 
 To examine the impact of child rights cultural contestation in supporting OVC in Gutu 
District of Zimbabwe and, 
  To establish an alternative way that can build the capacity of the local rural 
communities to mitigate the impact of child rights cultural contestation in supporting 
OVC in Zimbabwe.  
 
The study commences by contextualizing the research problem, cultural relativism, 
cultural contestations, child rights, orphans and vulnerable children. This was subsequently 
followed by the methodology, thematic presentation of findings and discussion of the findings 
from the participants. The final section presented the conclusion and implications of the study 
to social work. 
 
 
Cultural relativism, Contestation and Child’s rights  
Lakatos (2018) argues that the dogma of relativism is not a new one, as Greeks had 
already written about it. Lakatos further attest that relativism as a theory and practice does not 
only save the purpose of recognizing cultural differences, but also implies specific ways in 
which assessments or decisions are reached.  In view of the foregoing fact, the violation of 
other state’s sovereignty commonly happens when the developed countries override the 
dictates of culture and religion of the developing countries.  In this case, the concept of state 
sovereignty is not an appeal to cultural relativism. In fact, as the principle of sovereignty, state 
sovereignty is universal as human rights by itself and should be respected holistically without 
interference and subjugation. As both a concept and a practice, state sovereignty as one of the 
United Nations principles to discourage unwanted external interference, maintain the peace and 
protect human rights violations.  
Predicated in the foregoing discussion, Hodgson (2009) agrees that child maltreatment 
is an unfortunate outcome of Roman laws (PatriaePostas), which culminated in the enactment 
of child rights in the 19th century. Shanalingigwa (2009) argues that child maltreatment differs 
considerably due to global cultural contestations. Thus, what is considered a right in one 
environment may not be viewed the same in another environment. An anomaly arises when 
one dominant culture wants to be accepted as a universal culture. Its sustainability, applicability 
and acceptability become a major challenge in other environments. 
 
Banana (1996) points out that failure to recognise these cultural mismatches has made 
it difficult for children’s rights to find space in other cultural contexts. Some non-European 
nations such as Zimbabwe, although they have ratified the children’s rights protocols, have 
seen tensions emerging in relation to the traditional ways of childrearing (Chizororo, 2008). 
Shanalingigwa (2009) attributes the greater part of these complexities of cultural contestation 
to different perceptions on child maltreatment. There is a considerable difference between what 
the European nations and African nations consider child abuse or exploitation of children to 
be. 
This view was further argued by Giovannon and Becerra (1979) who suggests that 
families from different cultures employ different disciplinary actions that are acceptable within 
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their society. The foregoing proponent's further state that such disciplinary actions may appear 
problematic to other cultures. For instance, the Biblical culture says, ‘spare the rod and spoil 
the child’ (Proverbs: 28, Holy Bible NIV, 2012). What the Christian doctrine suggests is that a 
rod can be used for disciplinary purposes and for reinforcing good behaviour in children. 
However, the human rights model considers such punishment as maltreatment, exploitation 
and abuse of a child. 
 
In Zimbabwe, the Remba people practice the ‘Kuvheneka humhandara’ (girl child 
virginity testing), ‘Chinamwari’ (sexual orientation) and circumcision of boy children. 
Virginity testing was used to inculcate pride and honour for both parents and child, when a 
child passed the test and humiliation if the test was failed.  Sexual orientation was a formal and 
practical training process for girls on sexual relationships. Circumcision was used as a form of 
adult empowerment of a boy child. The idea behind these rituals was not to inflict pain in 
children but was an adult empowerment process. According to the Remba people, they attach 
great value to these cultural values to the extent that people choose to overlook human rights 
and follow their own cultural practices. Samkange (1980) confirms that African parents believe 
that ritualised forms of inflicting physical pain on children will prepare them to function more 
fully in society. All these cultural practices, when considered in relation to human rights, were 
condemned and labelled child abuse and maltreatment. 
 
Consequently, in OVC care and support in Zimbabwe, Chimuka (2001) points out that 
it was culturally unacceptable to call a child an orphan in the presence of his care-giver or 
guardian. The influx of the NGOs and ratification of the international conventions have shifted 
the African perceptions of an orphan or vulnerable child. Whilst this is arguably right from the 
layperson’s point of view, it has undermined the relationships of people within their families 
and communities at large. In fact, it is now difficult to reprimand a child in the African way 
because of the prevalence of children’s rights. The result of this is that most of the extended 
families, because of fear of being incriminated either by default or design, are no longer willing 
to take care of the children who are not biologically theirs. 
 
Whilst cultural contestations in child rights in Zimbabwe are as elaborated above, the 
studies undertaken by the Africa Leadership Initiative (2007) indicate that the situation is 
slightly different to the South African context. The main difference between the South African 
and Zimbabwean approaches in the visibility of the cultural contestation in child’s rights is in 
the governance approaches that sustain the OVC coping strategies. For instance, South African 
governance is more liberal whereas Zimbabwean governance is conservative. In simple terms, 
South Africa has developed a better understanding of child rights’ issues than Zimbabwe, 
where the caregivers are still rigidly espousing their cultural practices that contravene the 
dictates of child’s rights.  The development of South Africa into a liberal society with more 
harmonious relationships between the government and relevant stakeholders in the 
implementation of the children’s rights, has facilitated the caregivers’ comprehension of the 
concept of children’s rights more than the Zimbabwean communities (Martin, Mathambo, 
Ricter, 2011). In the premises of the foregoing, the difference between the South African and 
Zimbabwean system, is that South Africa is more tolerant and liberal in accepting support from 
international stakeholders to augment the traditional safety nets in OVC care and support than 









Maltreatment of children by their parents until the 19th century was perpetuated by the 
Roman civil doctrine of patriapotestas (translated as paternal power or authority) (Clinton, 
1977; Hodgson, 2009; Weisberg, 1978). Patriapotestas is a Latin phrase which denotes the 
aggregate of those powers and rights which in Roman law belonged to the father. This 
discussion explains how these patriarchal or paternal powers over children and women are like 
Ubuntu and Confucian philosophies. For instance, in relation to Ubuntu, Samkange (1980) 
observes that children were the progeny of the father and their value was based on the socio-
economic powers they gave to the father. Similarly, UNICEF (2006) reports that while cultural 
values and traditions are important they may also insinuate the maltreatment of children. 
 
Maltreatment of children is the dark side of some African practices in childhood 
development. Classic examples of child maltreatment in Zimbabwe include kuzvarirwa (girl 
child pledging), kuripangozi (appeasing avenging spirits), musengabere (forcing a girl child to 
marriage) and kuchekeresa (a ritual performed for business fortunes). Neither African nor 
European childrearing philosophies are without blame regarding the poor treatment of children. 
Weisberg (1978) demonstrates that Roman law affected child maltreatment, a phenomenon 
which is prevalent in Ubuntu and Confucian traditions. In view of the culturally oriented child 
maltreatment, Chizororo (2008) argue that although the ideas were later infused with ulterior 
motives the original concepts did not have ulterior motives.  
 
Hodgson (2009) and Weisberg (1978) concurs that children suffer maltreatment from 
different cultural perspectives as illustrated and this prompted the promulgation of children’s 
rights protocols. Hong and Hong (1991) suggest that cultural differences in childrearing beliefs 
and values have a greater influence on the definition of child maltreatment. This has caused 
some cultural groupings to view children’s rights with reservation because of cultural 
relativism. This notion is supported by Shamalinginwa (2009) who argues for the importance 
of considering cultural meanings and definitions in child maltreatment. For instance, in non-
Western cultures punishment for a child includes isolation for several days, beating, 
deprivation of basic necessities and cutting a child with a sharp object. The study examines the 
impact of child rights cultural contestation in OVC care and support in Zimbabwe. The main 
problem of the study was that despite the prevalence of children rights activism in Zimbabwe, 
the rural communities have continued to espouse their traditional approaches of child 
upbringing in contravention to some critical children’s rights. 
 
Orphans and Vulnerable Children 
 
Orphans and vulnerable children is a compound phrase composed of two concepts 
which describe the status of children which are; ‘orphans’ and ‘vulnerable’. Orphans  as a 
concept were defined by Lumbi (2007) cited in Ringson (2019) as all children below the age 
of 18 years with parent(s) that have passed on, whereas “vulnerable” children are children with 
unfulfilled rights. Ringson (2019) further described vulnerable children as children with at least 
one parent deceased, children with disabilities, and who are affected or infected by HIV/AIDS 
pandemic.  The vulnerability context of children include among other issues; children living in 
the streets, married children, abused children and abandoned children. Whilst the definition of 
OVC by Limbi (2007) is quite comprehensive and widely adopted, it overlooks some important 
aspects of resource constraints and cultural differences. What is reflected in Limbi’s OVC 
definition is that, it was heavily influenced by the western age bound contemporary and legal 
definition which does not consider the other cultures. Most of the Africans OVC definitions 
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are not age bound. Thus, the use of the chronological age ignores and leaves out the young 
children above at the age of 18 are more vulnerable and still need support and care. In this 
view, Chizororo (2008) argues that within an African cultural context, an OVC definition is 
not age bound. In her argument, Chizororo defined an OVC from an African perspective on 
the basis of the vulnerability context and need rather than the age. The stipulated age of 
majority does not bring resources and capacity. Instead, it is accompanied by more 
responsibilities that even needs more support and care in the management of that transition 
from childhood to adulthood (Ringson, 2017). The differences in the conceptualisation of OVC 
between the universal human rights protagonists and Africans cultural perspective is the bone 
of contention examined in this study.  
 
Methodology 
The phenomenological qualitative research design was utilized in this study. A 
phenomenological qualitative design was invented and developed by Husserl (1970) and its 
main thrust focusses on the lived experiences or life world as the unit of analysis to understand 
human behaviour. In his transcendental philosophy Husserl rejects the idea that reality is 
something separate from an individual but he argued that the two are inseparable and their 
indivisibility focuses on the world as lived by an individual. Forty participants who comprise 
of 30 caregivers and 10 OVCs were purposively sampled to participate in this study. In terms 
of the significance and appropriateness of purposive sampling in this study, Etikan, Musa & 
Altikassin (2016) asserts that, it is the best when examining the human perceptions with small 
numbers of individuals/groups. Thus, in this study it was found more suitable for the extraction 
of in-depth information to sufficiently answer the aforementioned objectives of this study.  
 
Tongco (2007) further commented that the researcher can appropriately identify the 
most relevant people who can adequately provide the required information of the through 
judgmental purposive sampling. Thus, it is in light of the above that judgmental purposive 
sampling method was utilised to determine the participants who can provide the quality and 
relevant information to this study. Different criteria were used to select the participants in this 
study. The caregivers’ population was chosen on the basis that they are adult people above the 
age of 18 who lived in the Gutu District of Zimbabwe. They were also considered on the 
premises that they had vast experiences in OVC care and support during the foregoing 
stipulated period of time living in the Gutu District. The OVCs criteria of selection considered 
the children between the age of 10 and 16. These children were supposed to be living under the 
guardianship of a caregiver or a childheaded family within the Gutu District of Zimbabwe. The 
two populations were merged to enhance the credibility, trustworthiness and dependability of 
the findings of the study through triangulation of data sources. Lincoln and Cuba (1985) argue 
that merging two populations or data sources enables the triangulation of data which helps in 
making the study findings more credible and trustworthiness.  
 
In-depth narrative interviews were used to collect data from the participants. According 
to Jovchelovitch and Bauer (2000) and Merriam (2009), in-depth narrative interviews relate to 
the increasing awareness of the role that story-telling plays in shaping social phenomena. 
According to Merriam (2009), in-depth narratives interviews involves a discursive form, 
narration of history, life story‐telling and cultural story-telling.  It was in light of the above that 
in-depth narrative interviews were found to be more appropriate in soliciting data and in-depth 
information for this study. The lived experiences and histories of both the care-givers and 
OVCs were heard and information on the impact of the child rights cultural contestation on 
OVC care and support was exposed. Ringson (2019) discovered the worthiness of using 
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narrative interviews in studies of this nature because it encourages and stimulates the 
interviewees to tell a detailed story about a social phenomenon under study. Thus, it was in the 
premises of the above explanation that narrative interviews as the data collection method to 
understand the impact of cultural contestations in child’s rights and support from the 
perspective of the caregivers and OVC was appropriately used in this study. 
 
Each and every informant was allocated 30 minutes in which to narrate personals 
experiences of the impact of child rights cultural contestation in OVC care and support in 
Zimbabwe. The in-depth narrative interviews were made possible through the use of the open‐
ended questions. The informants responded to questions of the following nature, Can you 
briefly narrate your socio-economic experiences as a caregiver in the clash of cultures in child 
rights and OVC care and support in your household?  The study also considered the pertinent 
ethical issues before engaging the participants. The following important steps were taken 
before the study commenced; ethical approval from the relevant ethical department, namely, 
the Research Council of Zimbabwe, written informed consent for the adult participants and the 
proxy consent for the children under 18 years of age were obtained. Lastly, a professional 
psychological practitioner was engaged to offer counseling services in case of any possible 
emotional impact among the OVCs who participated. All the study questions and tools were 
steadfastly focused on the subject understudy and nothing outside the scope was discussed. 
There was no coercion of any of the participants, they freely participated and were also allowed 
to withdraw from the study if they felt the need to do so. The following questions were asked: 
 
 As a care-giver or an OVC, can you briefly narrate your experiences of child’s rights 
abuse on the basis of cultural differences between your community and human rights 
organisations? 
 In your own view, what can be done to attain an ideological balanced child upbringing 
approach in the Gutu District of Zimbabwe? 
 
To curb the language related challenges, the indigenous language was used to collect 
data and was then translated into English by linguistic experts for accuracy. Braun and Clarke’s 
(2006) thematic data analysis was used to present and analyze data in this study. Thematic 
analysis was used because it provides an accessible and flexible approach to analyzing 
qualitative data. Braun and Clarke indicated that the thematic analysis process involves the 
researcher’s familiarisation with the data, reviewing themes, and defining themes. 
 
Findings 
Strained relationships between OVC and their caregivers. 
Strained relationships between OVC and their caregivers as a result of the 
contradictions between the right-based and cultural-based child upbringing have emerged as 
one of the key themes from the participants. Findings from the caregivers’ feedback indicated 
that they are no longer able to reprimand their OVC within the framework of their cultures and 
traditions because of fear of incarceration on the basis of child rights abuse. The evidence from 
the findings showed that due to the prevalence of child rights awareness and watchdogs within 
the communities even if a child deserves to be strongly cautioned due to any misdemeanour, it 
is difficult for the guardian to do so fearing to be reported to police.  In this view, a male 
caregiver explained the following:  
I am a 40 year old married man and I was given the responsibility to take care of my 
deceased brother’s children with the family according to our tradition and customs. It 
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was unfortunate that one of my deceased brother’s children was always misbehaving 
and I verbally restrained him. When he insisted with her delinquent behaviour I used a 
small branch of the tree to reprimand him and he went straight to the human rights 
organisations and reported that I assaulted him. By using a whip to reprimand I was just 
following our culture that if a parent really loves his/her child he uses a minimum 
possible physical force to chastise or correct him/her from wrong doing. My story of 
maltreating my deceased brother’s children was blown out of proportion and I was 
remanded in prison for three days before I was released on the basis that I had not done 
this before. From that incidence, my relationship with my deceased brother’s children 
was very much strained. I no longer restrained them both verbally or physically because 
of fear that to be reported to police or human rights organizations.  
The foregoing caregiver’s bone of contention was that from their cultural perspective 
of reprimanding and discipling their children, applying physical force or action is allowed as 
long as it does not result in non-accidental injury to the child which exceeds that which could 
be considered reasonable discipline. In his case, the human rights organisation did not consider 
that the child had not been injured. He went on to elaborate that instead of the delinquent orphan 
changing he got even worse, to the extent that he ended up being reprimanded by the police. In 
corroboration with the above, one of the female caregivers remarked: 
Whilst I am not condoning parents and caregivers who overstep in both physical and 
emotional abuse of their children, I am also of the view that juvenile delinquency is 
increasing because children are no longer fearing and respecting parents at home. 
Children are now obsessed with their rights protection and exaggerating the verbal and 
physical restrains put by their guardians and parents labelling it maltreatment and abuse. 
This happens more when it is done to an orphan than your own biological children. 
Orphans quickly misconstrue it as abuse because they are not your biological children. 
My personal experience is that if I verbally reprimand my own biological children there 
is no problem they understand even if I beat them but the only challenge is my deceased 
sister’s children they will obviously take it otherwise.  
Sadly in a similar incidence, a husband of one of a female caregiver who participated 
in this study indicated that her husband is serving a prison sentence of 5 years after his deceased 
sister’s daughter lied that he attempted to rape her. The victim subsequently confessed that she 
lied because her uncle had beaten her for coming home late from school and she wanted to fix 
him. When she wanted to withdraw the case, the court refused to release him citing the reason 
that she was a minor and she might have been put under duress. In view of the above, this 
female caregiver explained her story as follows:  
I and my husband had absorbed his deceased sister’s children, a boy and girl. The girl 
was in grade 4 and the boy was in grade 2. When the girl was in form 3, she started to 
be stubborn and coming late from school and her uncle (my husband) used to verbally 
restrain her. One day, she was beaten and she ran away during the night and reported 
the case to police that she was attempted to rape. My husband was convicted despite 
that the girl later confessed that she was only beaten and she wanted to fix him. In our 
community it’s not only this case, but OVC is also becoming more dangerous in 
manipulating human rights or to be used by one’s enemies to destroy or taint one’s 
reputation. In my view, in our cultural perspective, there was no difference between 
one’s biological children and his/her relatives’ OVCs and such cases were very 
minimum is our communities until the coming in of child rights. 
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Some caregiver participants’ support the view that child rights have caused their 
children and more so, the OVC under their guardianship to misbehave and disrespect them. 
They indicated their norms and culture have been “submerged” and it is difficult for them to 
disengage from their cultural ways of rearing their children. The caregiver participants’ also 
indicated that from an African point of view, we train our children to work at a very tender age. 
On the contrary, currently our children are protected against child labour by law and children’s 
rights conventions. Because some of our children are inherently lazy, they take advantage of 
these laws and their rights to disobey their caregivers even if when they are assigned to do light 
jobs at home.  In corroboration of the foregoing narratives from the caregivers, whilst some 
OVC participants supported the caregivers’ views some of them really see the human rights 
involvement in their care and support as a great relief from maltreatment by their caregivers. 
One of the OVC remarked:  
I personally I am happy with the coming in of the human rights to support us, especially 
us the OVC. Some of our guardians take advantage of our vulnerability and mistreat 
us. Whilst other OVCs are taking advantage to blackmail their guardians, I take it as an 
advantage for our wellbeing. Our culture is very important because it allows us to live 
in our communities and with our relatives despite that our parents are deceased.  
In view of the foregoing, it is the findings from the OVCs that show that had it not been 
for human rights activists’ to accurately depict their lives, maltreatment on the pretext of 
cultural upbringing would have worse. On the contrary, one of the OVC’s aptly explained:  
I have been under the guardianship of my uncle since I was 7 years old until today I am 
16 years. Culturally, I was taught that my father’s young brother is my father and 
nothing more. His children are my brothers and sisters. Just like any other child, I 
misbehaved but I have accepted to be restrained. I don’t value human rights because I 
know they contradict with some of our cultural heritage and they are a western concept 
and not indigenous. If I am aggrieved of my uncle’s treatment, I would rather go and 
see our elder father in the family to help. One thing that our culture does not encourage 
sexual abuse if it happens it’s a police crime and must be reported to police and I have 
not seen this happening from my guardians.  
From both the care-givers and OVC sentiments and views on child rights and cultural 
contestations in OVC care and support, the findings show that caregivers’ hands are tied to 
exercise their authority within their cultural perspective of reprimanding the children. On the 
other hand some OVCs seems to be happy about the checks and balances of their relationships 
with their guardians from the human rights activism regardless of some cultural distortions. 
Some OVCs vehemently rallied behind their caregivers and condemned the unscrupulous 
OVCs who take advantage of existing child rights abuse and maltreatment policy, which allows 
them to misbehave and disrespect their guardians. The second objective of this article examines 
the basis of an alternative solution to curb the challenges posed by child rights cultural 
contestations in OVC care and support in Zimbabwe. 
 
Collaborating the right-based and cultural approaches 
Collaborating the right-based and cultural approaches in child upbringing emerged as a 
key theme from the participants in search of an alternative way of dealing with the challenges 
posed by child rights cultural contestations in the support of OVC. Despite the contrasting 
values between the right-based and traditional cultural approaches in child rearing,  the 
participants show that they can be easily collaborated on the basis of the common objective 
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that they want to achieve and taking the best novel and relevant ideas in each of the two 
approaches mentioned above. One of the caregivers aptly remarked:  
Human rights can work better when they respect the indigenous cultures and tradition 
of the local people. What the human rights activists seek to achieve is the same as what 
the cultural oriented approaches in child upbringing also seeks to achieve. 
Disrespecting other people’s culture is not ethical and let the approaches complement 
the common objective, sharing of resources and checks and balances of the wellbeing 
of the children than in undermining the local cultures. 
This caregivers’ views show that child rights are not fully respected by the local rural 
communities on the basis that they undermine the indigenous culture, this precipitates division 
between the OVC and their caregivers. However, the finding has shown that a right-based 
approach can work better if channelled by means of the local cultures and traditional ways of 
doing things. This view was corroborated by one of the care-givers who narrated her ordeal as 
follows:  
I don’t support maltreatment and abuse of children whatsoever even in the name of 
culture, and equally not to support people who disrespect other people’s cultures. In 
this view, I also think that upholding one’s culture and religion is also a right that needs 
to be respected. The child rights approaches must compliment the local traditional 
cultures and tradition as long as they are do not physically, sexually and emotionally 
abuse children. From my experience, we worked very well with some missionary who 
brought medication, clothes and food packs for our children. They did not come to 
instigate divisions and fighting between us and children in the name of human rights 
activism. 
The participants also indicated that in some instances where they worked with 
international church organisations, missionaries supported their OVCs without any problems. 
Among other caregivers who shared the view of collaborating with the rights-based and cultural 
way of child support system, one individual remarked:  
In my view, our children must be taught to respect their guardians and not to see them 
as monsters in their lives. This is what has always been implied by some of the human 
rights activists to the extent that the mutual connection between a father and daughter 
completely died because the daughter was taught that your father can be a potential 
monster or rapist. Thus, collaboration can be done by human rights activists working 
together with community leaders in a mutual manner. Similarly, the local people must 
be taught to drift away from practicing the primitive approaches that threaten the health 
and well-being of their children or taking advantage of the vulnerability of the OVCs 
in fulfilling their evil interests.  
The OVCs also aired their views in the same manner the caregivers did in search of 
alternative ways of dealing with the challenges associated with child rights’ cultural 
contestations in their well-being. Whilst the OVCs supported the idea of  collaboration between 
the two seemingly rivalry approaches, they shared the view that the right-based approach is 
important to do the checks and balances of some cultural practices of child care that support 
inhuman practices such genital mutilation, sexual abuse and physical abuse that includes 
beatings and child labour.  The findings from the OVCs also condemned the human rights 
activists that label this culture as primitive and that these guardians are monsters. In light of 
this view, one of the OVCs said:  
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Our cultural approaches in OVC care and support or child care in general needs checks 
and balances from the right-based approach because there are some guardians who take 
advantage of the absence of the human rights watchdogs to abuse and maltreat their 
children. The importance of our culture in our lives is undeniably valued but a cultural 
approach alone will not be able to holistically support us.  
To this end, both the findings from the caregiver participants’ and OVCs concur that 
there is a need for hybridising the seemingly competitive approaches in OVC care and support. 
The collaboration process can be facilitated by taking the best relevant and compatible elements 
of the rights-based approach and integrating them with the cultural approach.  
 
Discussion of the Findings 
The strained relationships between the caregivers and the OVC emerged as one of the 
key themes in this study. The evidence from the findings has shown that the rights-based care 
support system is at the centre of the strained relationships between caregivers and OVC in the 
local rural communities in Zimbabwe. These findings are supported by Lakatos (2018), a 
relativist who argued that permitting international norms to override the dictates of culture and 
religion within the local communities is a violation of state sovereignty. This antagonism 
between the western oriented right-based and African oriented cultural based approaches to 
child support has existed since the Declaration of the Rights and Welfare of the Child in 1979. 
This document recognises the unequal status of female children, child marriage, female genital 
mutilation, and refugee and internally displaced children, and urged member states to ratify the 
UNCRC (Adegbola, 2007).  The enactment of the ACRWC by the OAU in July 1990, was 
clear evidence that the UNCRC had not addressed the important challenges facing African 
children. One of the main reasons for its failure was where indigenous cultures were overlooked 
and state sovereignty was infringed upon.  
The findings have also shown that despite the efforts of child rights’ stakeholders, the 
local people have continued to espouse their local and cultural ways of child rearing in 
contravention to the universal dictates of child rights. A typical example is that they continue 
to beat and subject children to forms of punishment like assigning them unrealistic tasks and 
shouting at them. This has result in some of the children incriminating their caregivers or 
parents on that basis. Within an African culture, it is taboo for a child to incriminate or insult a 
parent, caregiver or an elderly person, or to talk badly about them.  If it happens that a child 
has been offended culturally, the child may approach an elder, father or any other elderly person 
within the family or community to report the case for mediation or reconciliation. The 
foregoing finding is consistent with Clinton’s (1979) assertion that the phrase ‘children’s 
rights’ is a slogan in search of definition within different cultural environments. The basis of 
his assertion is on the flawed relevancy, applicability and acceptability of children’s rights in 
some countries.  In view of the aforementioned,  the OVC participants appreciated that the 
intervention of the human rights approaches in child upbringing has reduced the prevailing 
physical, emotional and sextual abuses caused by the cultural approaches. The OVC 
participants  equally condemned the subversion of their cultures by the human rights 
organizations. As such, the participants revealed that the families and the local communities 
have been divided and deviated from their cultural values because of the children’s rights 
cultural contestations. 
The establishment of a collaborative approach that harnesses both the western oriented 
rights-based and the African cultural oriented approaches emerged as another theme in this 
study.  The notion of collaboration corresponds with Ringson (2017) who argued that, 
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although, there are cultural and philosophical differences between western oriented child rights 
and the African cultural based approach, the two can be reconciled based on common 
objectives, resources and ideas. The idea of collaboration, according to Shanalingigwa (2009) 
can be facilitated by the increasing influence of globalisation and modernity that seems to be 
narrowing the gap between the various cultures in the world. It is therefore, viable to 
collaborate the universal child rights approach with the African cultural oriented approach. In 
practice, this would mean for example, the institutionalisation of the cultural rights-based 
approaches such as extended family and the traditional welfare approaches alongside the 
universal child rights approaches such as support from non-governmental organisations 
(NGO), faith-based organizations (FBO) and the government. In such an instance, the support 
from NGOs, FBOs, and the government is rendered more effective and is better entrenched 
when it is channelled through the traditional grounded structures.  
 
In the premises of this discussion, the acrimonious relationship on the basis of cultural 
contestations in children’s rights in Zimbabwe can be mitigated by understudying the South 
African multi-stakeholders collaborative approach in the implementation of child rights (Africa 
Leadership Initiative, 2007). The collaborative approaches allow communities to embrace the 
essence and benefits of child rights approaches in child upbringing. The benefits of the 
stakeholders collaborative approaches in OVC care in South Africa has benefitted in the flow 
of the child rights education and support from the government to the grassroots levels (Martin, 
Mathambo, Ricter, 2011).Thus, the strained relationships between the OVC and caregivers on 
the basis of cultural contestations can be easily mitigated through the replication of the liberal 
and stakeholders collaborative approach as of South Africa. 
 
Conclusion and implications for social work 
In conclusion, this study showed that the child rights cultural contestation has strained 
the relationship between the caregivers and their OVCs, the family members and the 
communities at large, due to difference perceptions in child upbringing in general and OVC 
support in particular. The study has shown the foregoing discrepancy is caused by the 
subversion of indigenous cultures and traditions of childrearing which results in children 
reporting their guardians to human rights organisations and police. This has led to the arrest 
and incarceration of some guardians simply because they strongly reprimanded their OVC in 
accordance to culturally acceptable forms of child discipline. By implication, what this means 
is that the children will receive compromised support and care from their relatives and 
communities because the caregivers will be afraid of victimisation or state sanctions when they 
attempt to reprimand offending children.  Furthermore, the tradition and customs of the local 
communities will be extricated and in essence, the sovereignty of the state would have 
compromised. To this end, it is therefore recommended that the stakeholders in OVC care and 
support must be conversant with the indigenous cultures and its impact in the livelihood of 
OVC in order for them to be able to assist them without further widening the rift of the divisions 
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